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Introduction
I have always been interested in music, and my
teaching career began with teaching private lessons in
high school. I was involved with everything musical
in high school, and I attended the Greater Hartford
Academy for the Performing Arts in my senior year.
This Connecticut school was a wonderful experience
and being around musicians, dancers, and actors was
where I wanted to be. All my music teachers in my
high school years were great, but my band director,
John Mills, was really the one who taught me the most
about music and life. He was a significant role model who first inspired me to become a better musician
and a better person. Later in life, he eventually inspired
me to become a music teacher. When confronted with
tricky situations, I often think about what he would do.
After high school, I attended Berklee College
of Music in Boston, Massachusetts, and I also startBridgewater State University

ed directing musicals at Bentley College in Waltham,
Massachusetts. The relationships I formed during this
period were beneficial to my success early in my career.
Several years after graduation, I went back to
school at Westfield State University in Westfield, Massachusetts to earn my degree in Music Education and
my teaching license. That is when my professional
teaching career really began. My cooperating teacher
in my student teaching experience, Pat Kennedy, was
another great mentor. He inspired me as Mr. Mills had
done earlier in my life, only this time, it was more
about teaching and more about the students.
I currently teach music in an elementary school
in Middleboro, Massachusetts, where I teach general
music, first through fifth grade. I also teach beginning
band to fifth graders.
Given my passion for music and music education, I originally felt that teaching music should be
an easy path. However, as in most teaching positions,
the realities of students, schools, and society add many
challenges to the experience. Students come to my music class with a wide variety of academic, social, and
emotional needs. It has become very apparent to me
that teaching the music content is secondary to meeting my students where they are. Getting to know my
students has proven to be paramount.
Music is a valuable component of a well-rounded education. As a music teacher, I continually strive
to help my students develop their musical literacy, participate in active music making, and express their creative ideas. At the same time, I attempt to support the
social, emotional, and learning needs of all students.
Music class can be a place where the social and emotional benefits of making music become available to
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students. The expressive arts, in general, have been
noted to aid in the overall wellbeing of an elementary school student. I have noticed that music class can
be a haven for some students who are struggling emotionally to get through the day. Music engages students
in communicating ideas and emotions that may not be
easy to communicate with words alone.
When we teach our subject matter at the elementary school level, we have the added task of motivating and enticing students to be interested in music
activities. Unlike in high school, our music classes are
not filled with students who chose to study music. As
an elementary school music teacher, I understand that
my role is to guide students to build their relationship
with music. This is not always easy. I have taught what
I thought were interesting and fun music lessons that
fell flat because my students did not find them interesting or had other things on their minds. I have seen
some students come to class not ready to focus on music no matter how engaging the lesson.
Music teachers are trying to fit so much content
into the forty-five-minute period, while at the same
time, trying to make it a fun experience for the students to look forward to. The problem for many music
teachers is to find a way to comfort and console students coming in with social and emotional challenges.
This needs to be done early enough and throughout the
short time frame so that these students can still have a
rewarding music experience.
Some of our students need specific help with
their social and emotional skill set. It is also true that
all students can benefit from learning social and emotional strategies. The issue has been addressed in my
school through a social-emotional learning program
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provided by the guidance counselors. Social-emotional
learning (SEL) is the process of developing self-awareness, self-control, and interpersonal skills that are essential for school, work, and life. The Collaborative for
Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL)
website (https://casel.org/what-is-sel/) describes SEL
as the process through which children and adults understand and manage emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish
and maintain positive relationships, and make responsible decisions.
There are facets of SEL that may seem outside
the content area of music class. However, we should
try to educate the whole child. I need to try to reach
the child who worries or feels left out. I need to try to
reach the child who feels overconfident and uses their
skill as an excuse to leave others out. SEL has become
a recurring theme in my school, and it is for a good
reason. Schools are responding to an increase in students with difficult behaviors or trauma-based needs.
Schools are responding to the need to prepare students
for a rapidly changing world. The rise in the use of
technology has possibly contributed to the lack of person-to-person connections, self and social awareness,
and overall relationships and social skills. Regardless
of the cause, the need for SEL is significant.
Review of the Literature
To gain a better understanding of how SEL can
be incorporated and supported in music classrooms,
this literature review will begin with a thorough exploration of SEL, starting with some historical and
theoretical background. Next, research studies and literature on SEL in schools, in teacher education, and in

music education will be explored.
Historical and Theoretical Background of SEL
In his book, Educating Minds and Hearts: Social Emotional Learning and the Passage into Adolescence, Jonathan Cohen (1999) provided a brief history
of social and emotional learning, calling it “a new label
for an educational tradition that has existed – in one
form or another – since the inception of formal education 3000 years ago” (p. 1). For Cohen, education has
involved teaching students about their culture and how
to manage themselves in social relations since ancient
times. Cohen shared how in the first half of the 20th
century, a growing interest in social and emotional development began to appear. He wrote about how John
Dewey and the progressive educational movement
proposed the idea to understand the “whole child,”
including social and emotional functioning. Cohen
pointed out how pioneers of progressive education like
John Dewey, Maria Montessori, Felix Adler, and Rudolf Steiner aimed to make education more relevant
to the child’s social and emotional experiences, their
interests, strengths and weaknesses, and coping strategies (Cohen, 1999).
Cohen (1999) described a surge of interest in
social and emotional learning in the 1960s. During this
time, the affective education movement popularized
cultivating emotional abilities in the classroom. Cohen
also believed the civil rights movement and the women’s movement furthered awareness of the importance
of emotional and social life and led “generations of
students and professionals alike to learn more about
psychosocial development, human diversity and the
human (and inhumane) ways that we treat ourselves
Bridgewater State University

and one another” (Cohen, 1999, p. 9).
St. John (2010) wrote about the social aspects
of learning and music education. She wrote about two
theorists and their views on learning strategies in social contexts: Bandura (1977) and Vygotsky (1978).
In the 1970s, Bandura developed social learning theory and examined how “psychological functioning is
a continuous, reciprocal interaction between personal,
behavioral and environmental determinants” (Bandura, 1977, p. 194). Social learning theory defined
unique cognitive processes: vicariousness (observing
and modeling the behaviors of others), representation
(preserving experiences for future behavior using symbols), and self-regulation (interpreting teacher-presented tasks and adjusting the challenge to self-perceived
skill). These cognitive processes are facilitated by the
presence and contribution of others (St. John, 2010).
Vygotsky (1978) used a concept called the zone
of proximal development to discuss how actual developmental levels of children vary, depending on whether we look at their independent problem-solving level
or their problem-solving level when guidance is present. Vygotsky wrote, “The zone of proximal development defines those functions that have not yet matured
but are currently in an embryonic state” (1978, p. 86).
He discussed the idea of social context (adult or peer
guidance) facilitating the learning process. The social
context became an important feature of learning in this
view. He wrote, “Children can imitate a variety of actions that go well beyond the limits of their own capabilities. Using imitation, children are capable of doing
much more in collective activity or under the guidance
of adults” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 88).
In the 1990s, Gardner (1993) first began to de-
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velop his theory of multiple intelligences. Gardner’s
intelligences included: musical, bodily kinesthetic,
logical-mathematical, linguistic, spatial, interpersonal,
and intrapersonal (Gardner, 1993). In 1995, Goleman’s
book Emotional Intelligence further affirmed and recognized the importance of social-emotional competencies (Goleman, 1995 as cited in Cohen, 1999). These
trends in interest in the social-emotional dimensions of
intelligence show a growing interest in SEL. As Cohen
(1999) shared, “It is only in recent years that more and
more educators are suggesting SEL needs to be a recognized and respected form of learning in and of itself”
(p. 8).
CASEL and SEL
The term “social and emotional learning”
emerged as a framework in 1994, when a group of researchers, educators, and child advocates attended a
meeting hosted by the Fetzer Institute to address concerns about ineffective school programming and a lack
of coordination between programs at the school level.
The group formed the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) with the goal
of establishing high-quality, evidence-based social and
emotional learning (SEL) as an essential part of preschool through high school education. Today, CASEL
continues to provide information and resources on SEL
and sets standards for evidence-based programs, guided implementation in districts and schools, and conducted research on SEL, academic achievement, and
other positive outcomes (CASEL, 2020a).
CASEL defines SEL as the process through
which children and adults learn to develop healthy
identities, identify and manage emotions, set and
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achieve positive goals, demonstrate empathy for others, establish and maintain positive relationships, and
make responsible decisions. SEL is the process of
developing social and emotional competencies. CASEL and SEL researchers identify five SEL core competencies: self-awareness, self-management, social
awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making. Self-awareness is described as the ability to recognize one’s own emotions, thoughts, and
values and their influence on behavior. This would
include understanding one’s strengths and limitations
and developing a sense of confidence and optimism.
Self-management is described as the ability to regulate
one’s emotions, thoughts, and behaviors effectively
in different situations. This includes managing stress,
controlling impulses, motivating oneself, and setting
and working toward achieving personal and academic
goals. Social awareness is described as the ability to
take the perspective of and empathize with others from
diverse backgrounds and cultures; to understand social
and ethical norms for behavior; and to recognize family, school, and community resources and supports. Relationship skills are described as the ability to establish
and maintain healthy and rewarding relationships with
diverse individuals and groups. This includes communicating clearly, listening actively, cooperating, resisting inappropriate social pressure, negotiating conflict
constructively, and seeking and offering help when
needed. Responsible decision-making is described as
the ability to make constructive and respectful choices
about personal behavior and social interactions while
considering ethical standards, safety concerns, social
norms, the consequences of various actions, and the
well-being of self and others (CASEL, 2020b).

Research Studies Showing a Positive Outcome
for SEL
Durlak et al. (2011) conducted a meta-analysis of 213 studies on school-based, universal SEL programs for kindergarten through high school students.
The study found SEL participants showed improved
social and emotional skills, attitudes, behaviors, and
academic performance.
Yang et al. (2018) examined the association
between SEL and student engagement in schools. The
results showed SEL factors including the teaching of
social and emotional competencies, teacher-student
relationships, and student-student relationships associated significantly with cognitive-behavioral engagement at the student level. The results showed these
SEL factors associated significantly with emotional
engagement at both the student and school levels, with
association to teacher-student relationship being the
strongest. The study suggests systematic and quality
instruction of SEL skills, and the establishment of a
caring, safe, and cooperative school-wide environment
are an important consideration when promoting student engagement (Yang et al., 2018).
Action Research on SEL and
Teacher Implementation
Several research studies have focused on teacher implementation of SEL. Studies focused on teachers
integrating SEL into a language arts curriculum, the
teaching of SEL standards in classrooms, the incorporation of SEL strategies into lesson plans and lessons
during teacher practicums, and the relationship between arts education and SEL.
San Antonio (2018) conducted a collaboraBridgewater State University

tive action research project to implement SEL in a
high-poverty, rural elementary school in northeastern
United States. SEL was an integrated component of a
new core curriculum for language arts to address the
school’s state-mandated need to improve test scores.
San Antonio’s study reported students achieved the
testing benchmark a year after the curriculum was implemented. The study also focused more on the process
teachers and students experienced throughout. In this
study, the new curriculum required teachers to “facilitate highly participatory classroom conversations in
which students formulate and articulate their points
of view on complex interpersonal, affective, and societal issues” (San Antonio, 2018, p. 29). This created
what the author called a “developmental, reciprocal
process” (San Antonio, 2018, p. 40) in which teachers and students became more comfortable addressing
cultural differences and social issues they encountered
in the language arts curriculum literature. Students
were more comfortable and eager to share their own
concerns, views, and questions. A teacher in the study
summed up the key important learning from the project: “You have to learn your students. Know where
your students are coming from – the conditions of their
lives-…what you know about them you can integrate
in the class so that you can speak to the issue they are
dealing with” (San Antonio, 2018, p. 40). The overall
benefit of the study was “teachers began a conversation with their students and each other, and this led to
new ways of thinking about their practice, classroom
interactions, and their students’ abilities” (San Antonio, 2018, p. 42).
Martinez (2016) studied how teachers develop
and implement SEL in their classrooms and school.
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Martinez used a practitioner-driven methodology in
which the teachers engaged in an action-reflection process to identify students’ needs, designed a plan to address them, and then reflected again on what worked
well and what needed to be adapted. Martinez found
implementing the reflection-action process had a positive effect on students’ social and emotional skills
and teachers’ professional and personal development.
Some positive outcomes teachers reported included:
student-led solutions, self-management strategies, and
improvement in emotional literacy. Teachers also reported gaining a shared SEL language, feeling empowered to address SEL issues during instruction time, and
realizing SEL is not an add-on program but a foundation to learning. The study also revealed the following challenges to implementing SEL: time constraints,
planning and scheduling conflicts, the need for differentiation in SEL, and the need for additional professional development (Martinez, 2016).
Sugishita and Dresser (2019) examined the
use of SEL strategies by preservice teachers in their
field experience after an initial month of SEL seminar instruction. The purpose of the study was to examine how effectively preservice teachers (PSTs) used
the strategies they learned in the seminar. The specific
SEL strategies incorporated into the seminar included:
active engagement in learning, equitable access in instruction (diversity strategies and differentiation), and
learner-centered classroom discipline (positive and
caring discipline strategies). The results of the study
showed PSTs were able to use all the targeted strategies
but in varying degrees. PSTs used positive discipline
strategies most frequently and then active engagement,
diversity scaffolds, and differentiation (Sugishita &
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Dresser, 2019).
Farrington & Shewfelt (2020) reported on a research project conducted by Farrington et al. (2019)
with the University of Chicago Consortium on School
Research and Ingenuity, a Chicago art education advocacy organization, investigating the relationship between arts education and SEL. The study showed arts
learning experiences helped develop social-emotional
competencies. The authors proposed a theory for how
arts learning experiences help develop students’ SEL
competencies. They discussed arts education as consisting of many smaller experiences, each having a
social-emotional component to them. They cautioned
that arts education does not automatically provide social-emotional competencies, but it has the potential
to do this. They identified the importance of developmental, experiential opportunities. As students observe
their environment, interact with others, and make sense
of their experience, they also develop patterns of behavior, thought, and feeling. The researchers identified
10 action/reflection, developmental experiences that
contribute to learning and development. Encountering, tinkering, choosing, practicing, and contributing
are the five action experiences. Describing, evaluating,
connecting, envisioning, and integrating are the five
reflection experiences. They suggest teachers provide
action/reflection experiences and pay close attention to
how students are engaging socially and emotionally in
art practice for these experiences to have the potential
to encourage social-emotional growth. The study also
recommended teachers keep the social-emotional context in mind by promoting positive interactions, creating safe spaces, and helping student process challenges
while participating in the arts (Farrington et al., 2019;

Farrington & Shewfelt, 2020).
SEL and Culturally Responsive Teaching
SEL includes social awareness as one of the
five core competencies. Some researchers have wanted to discover whether SEL is culturally responsive.
Barnes (2019) analyzed the use of SEL interventions
in urban schools as well as the use of culturally responsive strategies. The study revealed that few of the
SEL interventions used incorporated culturally responsive strategies. None addressed racism and its role in
student well-being. Barnes discussed how the use of
culturally responsive strategies would be important to
SEL and defined culturally responsive SEL as “utilizing the lived experiences and frames of reference of
students to reinforce and teach SEL competencies”
(Barnes, 2019, p. 600).
There is a need for both SEL and culturally responsive SEL training for teachers today. Donahue-Keegan et al. (2019) called for the systematic
integration of culturally responsive SEL in all teacher preparation programs in Massachusetts. Although
many states have adopted SEL standards or guidelines
for the implementation of SEL in school districts, the
authors pointed out only a small handful of U.S. higher
education institutions integrate SEL into their teacher preparation programs. Fewer integrate SEL and the
culturally responsive teaching (CRT) approach. The
authors made the case for an integrated approach to
SEL and CRT (SEL/CRT) in teacher education programs. Although social awareness is an aspect of SEL,
the authors stated the approach might not be effective
if it is used to focus on individual mental health rather
than examining the cultural contexts surrounding them.
Bridgewater State University

Donahue-Keegan et al. wrote, “Integrating the focus of
SEL with CRT helps widen this lens as the sociopolitical awareness of CRT helps in cross-pollinating SEL
with a more equity-based mindset” (2019, p. 154).
SEL and Music Education
The topic of SEL in music education can be
found in research articles in several prominent music
education journals. While some articles focus more on
the SEL aspects of music activities, others focus on the
need for SEL to effectively teach music.
There are numerous music educators who feel
music classroom learning already incorporates social-emotional learning. Varner (2020) discussed how
music education programs provide opportunities to
learn the five competencies of SEL. Activities such
as improvisation, ensemble playing and singing, and
defining emotions with music can be used to develop
SEL in music classrooms. Varner provided specific examples for each of the five competencies.
Varner (2020) viewed self-awareness as supported in music when helping students recognize and
focus on their skills, talents, and abilities. Music teachers help students recognize their accomplishments,
the successful effort required, and how they overcame
challenges.
According to Varner (2020), social awareness
is supported in music through activities integrating appreciation of diversity, respect, and empathy. Listening
to peer performances in class or listening to a variety
of cultural performances are common examples. Community or collaborative activities in music class also
serve this competency. Varner also gave specific music
class examples. Classroom percussion activities often
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focus on multicultural music and can include opportunities for students to perform with respect for others
and themselves. Circle games help students practice
thinking and careful listening while fostering communication skills. They also are often multicultural and
collaborative in nature. Folk songs can be used to help
students understand the perspective of another person
or culture (Varner, 2020).
Varner (2020) saw responsible decision-making taking place in music classes, where teachers incorporate process-based activities. Individual or collaborative work on creative projects requires students
to make decisions, use critical-thinking, and consider
how their decisions affect the project or the group. Performing arts also require students to use responsible
decision-making when using equipment or working in
performance spaces (Varner, 2020).
Self-management includes managing behavior; identifying emotions; using impulse control; and
developing coping skills, goal setting, and organizational skills. Varner (2020) stated general music activities often require these skills. Planned classroom
performances and presentations require goal setting,
time management, and self-control. Singing warmups, breathing exercises, practicing small sections and
building up to the larger goal, and identifying emotions
in a musical work are all examples supporting this SEL
competency (Varner, 2020).
According to Varner (2020), relationship skills
are inherent in music classes, when students make music together or cooperate on music projects. Students
enter personal relationships with others when music
classes focus on activities such as singing or instrument ensembles, group movement activities, or musi-
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cal drama. These activities are cooperative in nature
and help to promote a positive public spirit (Varner,
2020).
Hendricks et al. (2014) examined research on
creating effective learning environments and made
recommendations for creating a safe space for learning
in music. They provided specific teacher attitudes and
behaviors to nurture trust and respect to encourage experimentation, risk taking, and self-expression. In their
research on motivation, creativity, and psychology,
they found essential elements to consider. They found
musical engagement is fostered when learning environments treat students as unique individuals, focus on
progress and effort, and provide students with ownership over their musical development. They discovered
competition has a negative effect on personal expression and creative freedom in the music classroom,
while students’ personal interests support expression
and creativity. Their research showed positive teacher feedback, which is informative rather than evaluative, promotes a joy and love of music and creativity.
They discussed how music is a learnable skill not just
a talent. It can be taught when teachers provide more
experiences of personal expression and “autonomous,
self-directed learning” (Hendricks et al., 2014, p. 37).
The research article from Hendricks et al. is relevant to
SEL because it shows practical examples of how SEL
competencies could be supported in a music classroom.
Hendricks et al. (2014) offered five strategies
for music educators to create a safe space. They recommend to:
• listen and be emotionally present;
• use ability-appropriate and challenging situations to encourage and stimulate students,

but focus on the challenge at hand rather
than competition;
• educate others about creating a safe space,
both through words and through modeling;
• be sensitive to the relationship between students’ musicality and their personal life;
• [recognize] some instruction must be unconventional. (p. 38)
Hendricks et al. believe these five strategies
serve to create safe spaces supportive of all learners.
Gurgel (2015) examined the importance of
building strong teacher-student relationships in music
classrooms. Although not specifically about SEL, the
article is relevant to building the SEL competencies of
social awareness and relationship skills in music classes. Like Donahue-Keegan et al. (2019), Gurgel supported culturally responsive SEL. Gurgel suggested
a positive teacher-student relationship is important to
creating an engaging climate, particularly in culturally
diverse classrooms. The strategies she suggested for
building positive, cross-cultural teacher-student relationships include becoming culturally competent as
a teacher, taking responsibility for initiating positive
relationships, caring for students’ cultural understandings and values, creating an environment where students act as equal contributors, and continuing to focus
on ensuring students’ musical achievement (Gurgel,
2015).
Edgar (2013) affirmed the view that music education activities already being used have SEL opportunities. The examples from his research article include
improvisation activities for self-awareness and expression, ensemble playing/singing for self-control and social awareness, and the identification of emotions in
Bridgewater State University

music as a path to increasing emotional vocabulary and
empathy. Edgar discussed the importance of SEL for
many students facing social and emotional challenges that affect their daily functioning. Edgar reviewed
SEL professional development in general education
and strongly recommended providing music teachers
with similar professional development in SEL. Edgar
concludes:
Students’ social and emotional challenges can
outline areas in which music teachers require
further education. Incorporating quality PD addressing SEL specific techniques for helping
students achieve social and emotional competence could help meet the needs of music
teachers and students alike. (2013, pp. 34-35)
In his book, Music Education and Social Emotional Learning: The Heart of Teaching Music, Edgar
(2017) addresses how music educators can utilize SEL
to maximize music learning and, at the same time, support a student’s social and emotional growth. The book
provides activities suited to this goal. As in his research
article on music education PD and SEL, Edgar states
music teachers would do well to incorporate SEL. In
answering the question, “Why Music and SEL?”, he
writes how students value the social, musical, and
emotional elements of music classrooms; music classrooms are rich interpersonal, social, and emotional environments; and music teachers could be an asset in
helping students with SEL (Edgar, 2017).
Conclusion and Implications for Future Research
This paper has analyzed the literature and studies on SEL and SEL and music education. The overall theme of SEL teacher education is apparent in the
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number of studies and articles aimed at providing
teachers with the skills necessary to incorporate SEL
competencies into their lessons and classrooms. SEL
as a necessary component of classrooms today has
been discussed. The success of SEL programs has been
shown in the studies reviewed. The idea for SEL to
incorporate strategies from CRT has been suggested
as a key factor in implementing these programs. Due
to the lack of SEL training for teachers discussed in
several studies and articles, a study to analyze music
teachers’ awareness of SEL, their current use of these
strategies, and their view of implementing additional
SEL strategies would be valuable. Research studies on
music education and SEL would help in this endeavor.
Information about the practical use of SEL strategies
by music teachers would be valuable for professional
development and music education courses.
My work on this paper has affirmed SEL is not
only a valuable tool for music teachers but also an essential one. Great teachers over the years have known
this and created learning environments that help students in their ability to understand themselves and
others. This student-centered aspect of music teaching
must go along with the content being taught. In many
ways, SEL is more important than the content. For music teachers, the impression you leave on your students
as a role model/teacher is more important than any
musical skills with which they can walk away. Music
education should inspire students to understand and
express themselves. The SEL aspects of music may be
numerous, but the ability to teach music in a way that
continually supports SEL in music classrooms today is
a goal worth pursuing.
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